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Unit o 


Lesson 1 


Introduction 


For now, don’t even think about words or grammar or anything until you can read and pronounce 
Korean letters and syllables. Without being able to read Korean, it is very difficult to continue 
studying other parts of the language. 


In the Unit 0 lessons I will provide the Romanized equivalents to the Korean alphabet. However, 
I highly suggest that once you know how to read the Korean alphabet, you should completely 
abandon the Romanizations. For example, in the future, instead of studying like this: 


S} nl (hak-kyo) = school 
You should study like this: 
St nl = school 


At any rate, study these characters like crazy. Memorizing them at first is hard, but it needs to be 
done. Luckily, Korean has a fairly simple ‘alphabet’, although it seems strange to most English 
speakers at first because it is completely different than English. 


Note that the letters I teach you in these lessons in Unit 0 are not in alphabetical order. Rather, I 
am presenting the most simple letters first, and presenting more complex letters later. Unless you 
plan on attending kindergarten in Korean in the next few weeks, there is no immediate need to 
learn the alphabetical order. I’ve lived in Korea for years, and the only time it actually comes in 
handy is when I input my student’s scores into the system on my computer at work — as knowing 
the alphabetical order helps me find their names quicker. It’s definitely good to know, but for 
now, you have way more important things to worry about. Nonetheless, here is the actual 
alphabetical order, which is separated into consonants and vowels: 


TMLee THe HA KO KR RAE YE 


ot 


FH FHT Aa Des HBT AA A 
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The following are the first set of Korean consonants that you need to get into your brain. There is 
no easy way to explain them; you just need to memorize them: 


ie era ce ee ee 


I 
Be oe Es Se Bs py 
* 


on 
H 


* (This sound is very difficult to write in English, and is the reason why people from 
Korea/Japan have trouble pronouncing the R and L sound in Engrish. The sound of this letter (to 
me) is half way between an R and L. For example, if you were to say “I hadda good time last 
night” the = sound is very similar to the “dd” in the slang “hadda.” It’s not quite an R, and it’s 
not quite an L.) 


I want to say one incredibly important thing before you continue. People constantly ask me about 
the pronunciation of Korean letters, and how they can be best represented using English (Latin) 
characters. There is no perfect way to represent Korean characters using English letters (or 
sounds). The English letters presented above are the letters that you will commonly find being 
used to represent their respective Korean letters. While it is helpful (at first) to memorize the 
general sound of a Korean letter by using the English letter — you have to remember that Korean 
sounds are vastly different than English sounds. Not only are Korean sounds different than 
English sounds — but English sounds different depending on who is speaking (because of 
accents). Therefore, there is no perfect way to represent the Korean sounds in English. For 
example, you will often see: 


“K” and “G” used to represent “71.” 
Or “D” and “T” to represent “tC” 
Or “R” and “L” to represent “=” 


Truth is, none of those letters matches perfectly with the sound of their respective Korean letter. 
The only way to know exactly how a Korean letter sounds is to listen to it. Trying to represent it 
with an English letter (whose pronunciation could change based on the person speaking) doesn’t 
work. Throughout our lessons (not just in this Unit, but in future Units as well), you will 

find thousands of audio files attached to vocabulary, letters and example sentences. The best 
thing you can do is listen to those audio recordings as much as possible to train your ear to the 
correct sounds. 


Anyways, memorize the English equivalents of the characters to help you at this stage, but try 
not to think that the sounds are exactly the same. 
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Next are the basic vowels you will need to know. Again, do whatever you can to memorize the 
English representations to help you learn them. 


] =i 


rea 

+ = eo (Romanized as “eo” but it sounds closer to “uh” in English) 
—=eu 

T =u 

L=0 


You should notice that the first three vowels are drawn vertically, and the bottom three are drawn 
horizontally. If you can’t see what I mean, look at the following picture for a more exaggerated 


depiction. | ; — Ey 
| A —U 
| EO —— Oo 


In that picture, it should be clear that the ones on the left are drawn vertically, and the ones on 
the right are drawn horizontally. The difference is very important because the way every Korean 
letter is written depends on if the vowel is drawn vertically or horizontally. 


Let’s take a look at how it is done. 


Korean is written into “blocks” that make up one syllable. One block always has exactly one 
syllable. The blocks are ALWAYS drawn in one of the following ways: 


1] 1 12] 12 
2|2 3 


3 


Important rules you need to know about these structures: 
1. Number “2” is ALWAYS a vowel. Always always always always always. 


2. Number “1, 3 (and sometimes 4) are ALWAYS consonants. Always. 
3. Blocks containing a horizontally drawn vowel are always drawn in one of these two ways: 


2| 2 


4. Blocks containing a vertically drawn vowel are always drawn in one of these two ways: 


te] tz 
3 
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Now that you know those rules, it is just a matter of putting the consonants and vowels together 
to make blocks. For example, if I want to write “bab”: 


Step 1: Determine if the vowel is horizontal or vertical. a ( |} ) is vertical, so we will use: 


12 
12) or : 


Step 2: Determine if the syllable ends in a consonant. Yes, it does. So we need to fill 1, 2 and 3, 
so we need to use: 5) 


3 


Step 3: Place the starting letter “b (4 )”, the middle letter “a ( |} )” and the ending letter “b (4 )” 
into 1, 2, and 3 respectively. 


Ed j 
1 2 kd } 
3 
kd 


Let’s practice a few before we finish: 


H 
i 


T=k 
k=a 
Lf 


H=b 

| =e0 

H=b 

| is vertically aligned, so if we make a syllable we would write: ' (beob) 
x =j 

T =u 


TT is horizontally aligned, so if we make a syllable we would write: = (ju) 
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The following tables show all of the letters presented in this lesson, and how they match up to 
create syllables. 


The first table only shows syllables created without the use of a final consonant. By factoring in 
the use of a final consonant, many more varieties of syllables can be created, and those will be 
presented a little bit lower. 


] I : =e ie 
Hy H] H} 4 BH a a 
Pa 2] At A Z + % 
= q] C} e = i E 
a 7] 7} A aE aie a 
A A] x} 7 ES + z 
E | LA a [Fe [2 
L y U 4 = 7 = 
os 3] 3} 3] & & & 
= z zt} z] = of = 


When looking at this table, it is important to note how each vowel pairs up with a consonant. I 
am showing you this table (and the ones that follow) to allow you to get familiar with the 
structure of a Korean syllable. Note that these constructions are not necessarily words, and that it 
usually takes more than one syllable to make a word. 


The following nine tables are similar to the table presented above. However, in each table, one 
specific consonant is being used as the final consonant of the syllable. Again, Iam showing you 
these tables to allow you to familiarize yourself with the variety of constructions that could be 
made with the letters you learned today. You should specifically look for the patterns that exist 
for every letter. You do not, by any means, need to memorize any of these constructions — as that 
will come naturally as you progress through your study of Korean. 


Final Consonant: 4 


a Gee ee ee 
a ff ff (8 fF EF 
x |a@ [a [a | [+ [# 
= (a9 |# [2 [5 |: 
2 
x |A la [2 [¢ |* [4 
= jf [ft [2 |¢ |: 
G, — e -e e ee 
s [2 |? ff 7 | & 
= ja ff f F Ff E& 
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Final Consonant: ~ 


aK 


WK 


HK 


DK 


HK 


HK 


aK 


wIK 


EK 


a 


aK 


mK 


aK 


aK 


DK 


Final Consonant: ™ 


mY 


WH 


AW 


ny 


AW 


mH 


sil 


ph 


JH 


WIV 


Ju 


aU 


ays 


mW 


aye 


Ww 


WH 


Final Consonant: 1] 


ar 


WP 


Mp 


Ar 


or 


Ar 


mr 


ar 


4 


Jt 


AIP 


a 


ri 


ar 


ain 


ar 


ne 


av 


as 
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Fin 
a 
1 Consonant: ~ 


TK 


LHX 


mK 


ny 


HK 


MX 


aX 


aX 


1X 


TX 


TK 


in 


ix 


aK 


ox 


TX 


Fin 
a 
1 Consonant: 1 


an 


Wo 


Mn 


ro 


Ap 


mo 


qn 


ro 


JH 


fo 


d\n 


ori 


‘Be 


mye 


ay! 


aint 


‘pe 


aya 


pH 


Fin 
a 
1 Consonant 
an 


a, 


Wy 


mJ 


XJ 


ny 


He 


nh 


a 


Nb 


Uh 


rH 


4H 


nd 


JH 


nh 


1\J 


ne 


re 


al 


7) 


ne 


ay 


Ww 


WW 


ae 


a 
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Final Consonant: & 


Fd [- [rt | 
= ry ae a =? = c= 
Io? oO rom rom oO rom 
SS aS = 
x (|4 | [2 |% [| | 
Ls = uw a nh = erat 
oO rom IO: oO oO oO 
pass i ew 8 
ae ee ee 
K Al AL A 2 2 2 
Oo: oO ™S: oO oO oO 
a W) ub w a=S nS me 
rom oO oO rom oO rom 
= — he 
= ‘d Ea Zi = = = 
= S 5 S xen Ss S 
: a |? [2 |= |? 
_— =I 
= Z a ET = = = 
Final Consonant: = 
Fd [- [rt | 
H H 
H yg] a} Ls = = = 
Ss aS Ss 
A Al as A = = = 
kK 
E a a a a = = 
q A a A = = = 
mS 2 ES 
A Al ay A = =a =I 
a= 2 eee ie 
y , 
12 | cs ug = = = 
s [2 [2 [2 le [= [2 
_—3 =I 
— | 2g | Ss = = 


That’s it for this lesson! Hopefully you aren’t too confused. 
In the next lesson, we will start looking at some more letters! 


At this point I suggest you practice making as many blocks as possible on your own. Study 
everything I just taught you for a few days, and make sure you understand everything. Before we 
move on, you should be able to: 


1. Recognize the vowels and consonants that were taught in today’s lesson 
2. Be able to make syllables by putting together formations of vowels and consonants 
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wuUnit oO 
>Lesson 2 


In our previous lesson, we studied the most basic letters in the Korean alphabet. There are still 
some more letters that you will need to wrap your head around before we go any further. 
Thankfully, now that you know the basics for making syllables, the rest is just a matter of 
learning more letters of the alphabet. 


The first new letter that you will learn is confusing at first but, again, is something you need 
memorize before you go any further. Our new letter is: © 

In the previous lesson, you learned that Korean syllables are always written in one of the 
following ways: 1 1 12/112 


2 |) 2 3 
3 


You also learned that number 2 is always a vowel and the other numbers are always consonants. 
This means that Number | is always a consonant (as well as Number 3, if there is one). But does 
that mean that every syllable must start with a consonant? Sort of. 


When the letter ‘ ©’ is placed at Number | in the syllable it is silent, and the first sound that is 
made is the vowel in the Number 2 position. Some examples: 


ok=an 
&=un 
2 =on 
2 = eob 


Using this silent letter, we are able to follow the rule that you learned earlier “Number 2 is 
ALWAYS a vowel” 


What makes the letter ‘o’ slightly more tricky is that it makes another sound when placed as 
Number 3. When placed as Number 3, it has the sound of ‘ng’ as in “walkiNG”. Some examples: 


7} = kang 
HT = bang 
7] = king 
% = kong 


The letter © can be placed as both Number | and 3: 
o} = ang 


In addition to that letter, there are some more letters that need to be learned. Luckily, each of the 
following letters is very similar in appearance and sound to the letters you have already learned. 
Unfortunately, this usually adds to the confusion for English speakers, because it is very hard to 
distinguish between two different letters. 
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I'll present them in sets: 


| set 

a is the letter you already learned (k) 

1 is a new letter. It is two ~1’s placed side by side. It sounds very similar to the original ‘1’ 
but it is more forced at the beginning of the pronunciation. It is Romanized as ‘kk’ 

= is also a new letter, this also sounds very similar to the original ‘1’ and is Romanized as 
40 

H set 

H is the letter you already learned (b) 

HH is a new letter. It is two H’s placed side by side. It sounds very similar to the original ‘4’ 
but it is more forced at the beginning of the pronunciation. It is Romanized as ‘bb’ 

x is also a new letter, this also sounds very similar to the original ‘4’ but is Romanized as 
‘p. It is closer to a ‘p’ in English, but, even in English, B and P are VERY similar (say 
box and pox and try distinguishing the two) 

A set 

RK is the letter you already learned (j) 

AK is a new letter. It is two *%’s placed side by side. It sounds very similar to the original ‘*’ 
but it is more forced at the beginning of the pronunciation. It is Romanized as ‘jj’ 

A is also a new letter, this also sounds very similar to the original ‘*’ but is Romanized as 
‘ch.’ It is closer to a ‘ch’ in English, but, even in English, J and CH are VERY similar (say 
char and jar and try distinguishing the two) 

CL set 

i is the letter you already learned (d) 

ae is a new letter. It is two \’s placed side by side. It sounds very similar to the original ‘C’ 
but it is more forced at the beginning of the pronunciation. It is Romanized as ‘dd’ 

E is also a new letter, this also sounds very similar to the original ‘C=’ but is Romanized as 
‘t’ It is closer to a ‘t’ in English, but, even in English, T and D are VERY similar (say task 
and dask and try distinguishing the two) 

7 set 
A is the letter we already learned (s) 
AA is a new letter. It is two “’s placed side by side. It sounds very similar to the original ‘7’ 


but it is more forced at the beginning of the pronunciation. It is Romanized as ‘ss’ 


As I said earlier, in one way, those new letters are very simple, because they are just building on 
the letters in which you already know. On the other hand, they add confusion because the new 
letters sound very similar to the previous ones. 


12 
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All of the new letters can form syllables just like the letters you learned in Lesson 1. For example: 


Tt =dd 
k=a 
Oo =ng 


} is vertically aligned, so if we make a syllable we would write: } (ddang) 


Et 
L=0 
Oo =ng 


-L is horizontally aligned, so if we make a syllable we would write: “5- The following table, just 
like the tables presented in the previous lesson will show you how to match up the letters you 
learned in this lesson to form syllables. 


This first table shows you all of these new letters (plus the letters from Lesson 1) without the use 
of a final consonant. 


Again, while it is important to familiarize yourself with construction patterns of these syllables, 
you do not need to memorize any of them. All of the following can be found in words. 


] I : =e 
Hy H] H} 1 HB # a 
A Z| a} A Zz +e xz 
C c] C} E = ip = 
q 7 7 A aa Fie al 
A A] x} A 2 = ES 
u 4] 1} 5 Sie. ie 
3 4 U 4 = + = 
roy 3] oS 3] os = con 
a z e} z] = aa x 
© all sl S| Ss aa Q 
1 7 7 A Ti: eT uu 
al F| Ft 7 ay mie ca 
HH HE] Hi HA] HE BA HE 
xz x x} a = oe Ea 
7K “4 al | ea is % 
a [a [+ [a [2 [# [2 
eo |e + [a f= fl fe 
i= E| E} Ee E & = 
B a a a4 ES aa a 
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Even to somebody who has been learning Korean for years, it is very difficult to distinguish the 
differences between: 1, T1 and 4; ~, * and A; H, 4H and ©; ©, tC and E; and A and *». 
If you have access to a Korean person, ask them to use those letters in words so you can try to 

get accustomed to distinguishing them. It’s not easy, but doing so is not imperative at this point. 


In the previous lesson, I made multiple tables to present all of the syllable possibilities that could 
arise from the letters taught in Lesson 1. Now, in Lesson 2, with the addition of 10 more 
consonants, presenting all possible syllable possibilities would be redundant. Instead, I have 
created a table that shows all of the consonants and vowels being used with ‘ ©’ as the final 
consonant: 


Final consonant: © 


Ria - [tr 
a 
A (a [2 [2 [2 [= [| 
a a ee ee 
1 |4 |4 la [= |= /s 
a 
ce i i & & 
=e i (| | |= |= & 
o [a |? (8 ( [& [s 
n (2 |@ [8 |= [= 
a (2 | [2 [2 [2 [2 
» ie fe [fe (= fe 
x [8 |e |e ([% [% | 
x (2 | [2 |= [2 [| 
e i ( [2 |= [5 
a (a [a |= [| 


Hopefully you aren’t too confused, because there are still some more letters that you need to 
know. In the next lesson, you will learn the final letters that you will need to know before 
studying real words and sentences. I suggest now that you try to make as many “blocks” as 
possible with the new letters that you learned. Before moving on to the next lesson, you should 
be able to: 


- Recognize the new consonants that were taught 
- Beable to make syllables by putting together formations of vowels and new consonants. 
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Lesson 3 


In the previous lesson, you learned some more letters in the Korean alphabet. You also saw some 
crazy tables that presented some Korean syllables that we made by matching up Korean 
consonants and vowels. 


In this final lesson of Unit 0, you will learn the remaining vowels that you will need to be able to 
read Korean. Most of these letters are called “dipthongs” — which is just a fancy way of saying 
that there are two vowels in one. After learning these final letters, you will be able to apply these 


letters to words and start learning simple sentences and grammatical formations. 


Luckily, all of the letters you will learn in this lesson are based off vowels that you have already 
studied. You should remember these letters from before: 


a 
e 

u 
=O 


There are four more vowels that can be made by adding one extra line to each of the previous 
vowels. By adding this extra line, a “Y’ sound gets added to each vowel: 


F =ya 
| =yeo 
T =yu 
iL =yo 


If we were to make some syllables with these new vowels, they would look like this: 


oF = yak 
| = yeok 
& = yuk 
& = yok 


Two more common vowels are: 


H = ae (a combination of | and ] ) 

]| =e (acombination of | and | ) 

Though these two vowels have different Romanizations, they sound identical to one another. 
They both sound like “eigh” in “weigh” 

If we were to make syllables with these new letters, they would look like this: 

HH] = bae (sounds like bay) 

4] = be (also sounds like bay) 
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The remaining vowels to study are all composed of adding two vowels together to make a sound. 
The pronunciation for each of these is simply the sound of putting the two vowels together. For 
example: 


T+ ] =71 =wi (example: #]) 

T + | = 7 =wo (example: 2) 

1+ ] = 1] =oe (sounds like “way”) (example: 2] =; = waygook) 
+ } =1}=wa (example: $b) 

—+ |] = =ui(S)) 

4+] =4) =ye() 


In addition, there are 3 more of these types of vowels, but they are much less common than the 
any of the letters already taught. Of course, you should know these letters, but worry more about 
the other letters first. 


1}] = wae (the most common of the three, it is most commonly seen in the word 2] (meaning why) 

H =yae 

+] = we (probably the most uncommon letter in Korean. I know 10000 words in Korean, and this 
letter is only in 3 of the words that I know. Most commonly in the word #] 2 (meaning 
wedding). 


In this lesson, you learned 14 more vowels that you can use on top of the 6 other vowels and 19 
consonants you learned previously. The following table will show you all of the Korean 
consonants and vowels, and how they can pair up to form syllables without the use of a third 
consonant. 


Keep in mind that, as you move towards the right of this table (specifically the bottom right), the 
constructions become less and less common. Also keep in mind that (almost) every one of the 
examples shown below could also be matched up with a final consonant. Only a crazy man 
would want to see all of those possibilities. 


Again, the whole point of showing you this table is just so you can be familiar with formation of 
syllables — and in no way to [recommend memorizing them. 
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te ay =i HH WeofewA Ye A A OP 
Sil ba Lad Gd a ND 
A A! A A wl wwe Ff AeA A aA 
xc 4 4 a o qa sa sa SF | | eA 


L 
5 
FATT PEL Fe] 
tes 
tL} Ge} aw 


a 


In} [N 


al al | a 
| a | 2 | 
Da. eee + Os : 

al OR aoe CS at (ae 
x |) A i |e Fe RR we A we & AAA A A @a Aa aA aA 
cx jo jo i ro oO ey ye Ee Ada se As se ae a ee 


= | 
| a 
=\a 
=| 2 
raNGINE 
>¥ || 
pe fi 
Panu 
| 
>¥/an/3 
Be) i 
| 
2%) St 
ay) Ad 
| ata 
S| a 
ee 
As) An 
| 
: 
=| = 
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In addition to everything you have learned in these first three lessons, it is also possible for a 
syllable to have four letters: one vowel and three consonants. This additional consonant gets 
added as the third consonant in a syllable. Using the same description and image that you learned 
in Lesson 1, these syllables essentially look like this: 


| 3 


2 
34)|>4 


If the vowel being used in these cases is horizontally aligned, (—, T,--, TT, +4),the syllable 
looks like the structure on the left. If the vowel being used is vertically aligned(], 1, +, 4, 

F ), the syllable looks like the structure on the right. In either case though, notice that the third 
consonant simply gets placed beside the second consonant. While technically possible to use 
more complicated vowels (71, +}, -|, etc...) I can’t think of any words that actually have 
syllables with a third consonant and a complicated vowel. The only reason I say “technically 
possible” is because the computer allows me to type these syllables. So, while technically 
possible, they are either not used or very rarely used. Most of the time, when a word has a fourth 
letter, the vowels are one of the following: ]},—, 1, +, -, T. 


Four of the most common examples of this fourth letter in use for a beginner are: 


QIU} = to sit 
elctl— 

cj Cr = to read 

91 T} = to not have 
tt = chicken 


=U} = to scratch 


Pronouncing syllables that contain this fourth letter is slightly more complicated. The 
pronunciation of these syllables with this fourth letter is different depending on if the upcoming 
syllable starts with a vowel or a consonant. Explaining this is beyond the scope of this lesson, but 
will be discussed in the Pronunciation Lesson of this Unit (I haven’t included this lesson in this 
PDF because the whole lesson is based on audio clips. To see that lesson, visit 
www.howtostudykorean.com and go to the Lesson called “Pronunciation Tips” in Unit 0). 


Also note that this “fourth letter” does not refer to the complicated vowels (2+, 4, H, 4, 7, 
etc...). These letters should be thought of as one letter. Therefore, if you see the syllable: “¥}” — 
there are only three letters: 1 + 1} + U. The “fourth letter” refers to the addition of a third 
consonant. 


Also, the “double” consonants you learned in the previous lesson (4, 11, HH, TC) should also be 
thought of as one letter. Therefore, if you see the syllable: “9” — there are only three letters: © 
+ |] + %.A fourth letter will never be added on to a double consonant. 


18 
HowtoStudyKorean.com — Unit 0 PDF 


That’s it! You’re finished! Congratulations, you can now read Korean! 


Why not try making some more syllables now that you know all of the letters in the Korean 
alphabet. The more you practice, the faster you will be able to recognize the letters later on. 


In the meantime, because you don’t know any words, but you do know how to read, here is a 
small list of words in Korean that are actually English words. They are all words that have made 
their way into the Korean language because of the influence of English. Try to see if you can 
read each one: 


= 4 = hotel 

22 3} = sofa (notice Korean has no ‘f’ sound) 
4] z]] 8] 41 = television 

e}T] 2 = radio 

2 $] A] = switch 

A$] = game 

42°3 = shopping 

& al] = orange 


| = team 
BA] = taxi 
uA} = pizza 


344] 7] = hamburger 
AF] = shower 
FFE = card 


Keep in mind, Korean sound structure is vastly different from English, so sometimes these 
Korean words sound weird compared to their English counterpart. Eventually you will come to 
terms with the Korean pronunciation, it just takes practice. 
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